A controlled study of lymphocyte subsets in rheumatoid arthritis.
The purpose of this study was to determine if patients with rheumatoid arthritis (RA) exhibited unique patterns of peripheral blood lymphocyte (PBL) subsets in comparison to patients with osteoarthritis (OA) and, further, if such differences related to disease activity or nondisease factors. Data from 63 RA patients and 47 OA patients revealed that the RA patients had lower absolute numbers of CD2+ and CD4+ lymphocytes. Small differences also were found in selected B-cell subsets and subsets of lymphocytes expressing CD16 and/or CD57 antigens. Further analysis revealed that these differences were due primarily to the effects of cytotoxic medications in the RA group. However, there were also alterations in some subsets independent of medication groups. PBL subsets in RA patients did not relate to chronic low-dose prednisone or measures of disease activity. This study demonstrated the need to control carefully for variables such as age and medication in immunophenotypic investigations of RA.